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Florida Yards and Neighborhoods:
The First Line of Defense

It may surprise you to know that your yard isthe
first line of defense for Florida's fragile environment.
The health of Florida's estuaries, rivers, lakes and
aquifers dependsin part on how you landscape and
maintain your yard. And you don't even haveto live
on the water to make a difference.

Storm-water runoff isthe reason. Rainfallson
yards, roads and parking lots, then washesinto
tributaries and the lagoon, carrying pollutants like
fertilizers, pesticides, soil and petroleum products.
Scientists have discovered that fertilizers and
pesticides from residential areas are serious threats to
the health of Florida's waters. When runoff contains
nitrogen from fertilizers, algae can become so
abundant that sea grasses are smothered, oxygen is
depleted and fish kills may result. In some freshwater
environments phosphorus is often the nutrient
responsible for algae blooms. Toxic substances, such
as common landscape and household pesticides, can
damage reproduction in marine life.

But all is not gloom and doom. A new ethicis
emerging among concerned Florida homeowners who
seek to redefine the image of home and landscape.

Theideaisto cooperate with local, natural
conditions, rather than to battle the elements.
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More people are conserving water and energy
inside and outside the home. Interest isgrowing in
landscaping with native and other beneficial trees,
shrubs and ground covers. Homeowners are choosing
plants that blend beauty and environmental benefits.
People are selecting safer alternativesto chemicals
used indoors and out. Best of al, many of these
benefits to the environment also save time and money
while enhancing our special Florida lifestyle.

This handbook on the Florida Y ards &
Neighborhoods Program provides hel pful concepts,
tools and techniques for creating your own Florida
Yard. You'll learn the basics of designing a
landscape featuring carefully selected plants suited to
our climate, natural conditions and wildlife. Tipson
cost-saving, environmentally friendly landscape
maintenance also are included to help you reduce
water, fertilizer and pesticide use. A helpful section
for waterfront homeowners addresses shoreline
management. This handbook also provides tips for
working with your neighbors to share costs and work.
Handy reference lists are located in the back of the
handbook.

Whether starting from scratch with a new
landscape or considering changes in an existing one,
the information provided here will help you get
started on your Florida Yard. For more assistance,
contact the Cooperative Extension Service in your
county and ask about the Florida Y ards &
Neighborhoods Program.

Creating Your Florida Yard
More About Soil

In much of Florida, soil and sand are almost
synonymous terms. Typical soilsalow rapid,
downward movement of water and many nutrients.
Thus, they dry out quickly and are not compatible
with plants having high water and nutritional
requirements. Sandy soils are more likely to alow
leaching of chemicalsinto groundwater and
waterways.

The simplest way to avoid these problemsin the
landscape isto use only plants that are compatible
with the site. If you want avegetable or rose garden,
be prepared to modify, or amend, the soil. In that
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case, frequently add organic matter, such as compost,
to the planting bed. Thiswill retain moisture, provide
nutrients and attract beneficial organismslike
earthworms.

It is helpful to have your soil's pH
(acidity/alkalinity) tested. Sandy coastal areas are
usually akaline (high pH), and inland areas are
usually acidic (low pH). However, many lots contain
fill dirt from other areas, so site-specific pH testing is
agood idea. Knowing your soil's pH will help you
make better use of plant reference guides, which
often provide this information aong with other
requirements of the plantslisted. Many plants will
tolerate awide pH range, but will do best when
planted in the right soil.

Modifying the soil's pH is not recommended.
Alkaline soilswill not stay acidic if chemically
atered. In genera, slightly acidic soils need not be
modified as most landscape plants will tolerate these
conditions. Contact the Cooperative Extension
Service for information on soil testing servicesin

your area.
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